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Matt Saathoff (right) watches his opponent's move. 




Begi.ns at Mayhem 
story by Tim Paluch 
Things looked grim for this small band of 
Space Marines. They were scattered on the road 
heading east our of rhe city, and ecron forces 
had them seemingly surrounded. One squad 
was directly in front of them, and another was 
well within shooting range, camped out behind 
a house to their right. The rumble of a passing 
tank could be heard in the distance, along with 
the sound of a far-off firefighr. 
The air smelled of vengeance, perhaps from 
an earlier battle in which Space Marine forces 
wiped out an unsuspecting and overpowered 
Necron clan on the other side of town. Bur the 
tables have turned now, and in a barrage of 
heavy-weapon fire and explosions, ecron sol-
diers finally attacked. When the smoke cleared, 
it became apparent the barrie had been one-
sided. The mangled carcasses of the Space 
Marines lay silent on the road. The Necron 
forces moved on, hunting out another adver-
sary in rhe never-ending battle for interplane-
tary domination. 
It is the 41st Millennium, a time when the 
fires of war burn brightly in every galaxy. Space 
Marines, biologically engineered superhumans, 
battle alongside the vast and powerful armies of 
the Imperial Guard to defend the fate of 
humankind against the constant onslaught of 
merciless alien invaders, be it the ruthless 
Tyranids, the inhumane Necron , the malicious 
Dark Eldar pirates or the savage and beastly 
Orks. 
The architects of these battles are nor gener-
als offoreign armies, nor are they power-thirsty 
alien warlords bent on conquering the uni-
verse. They are, in fact, mere mortals who gath-
er weekly at Mayhem Collectibles, 2532 
Lincoln Way, for "Games Workshop Night," 
an event that draws members of all ages and 
armies of all races for a night of relaxing table-
top game playing. Well, as relaxed as one can be 
waging war in a struggle to save humanity, 
which is the basic plot of "Warhammer 
40,000," by far the most popular of the games 
played these nights. 
By 6 on Tuesday nights at Mayhem, what will 
become rhe elaborate battlefields of 
Warhammer 40K are being brought up from 
the basement. Large 4-by-6 foot tables covered 
in green felt and large boxes filled with terrain 
and scenery are carried up the stair . Carts full 
of board games and books and card games are 
cleared our of one side of the store, cramped 
rogerher on rhe other side to make room for 
rhe tables of war. 
The game itself is an immensely complicated 
one of military strategy and design. 
Warhammer 40K players buy, assemble and 
paint their armies of 28-millimerer miniatures. 
The game is created anew every rime it is 
played, with infinite possibilities when players 
set up for barrie. Competitors assemble their 
armies, create a scenario and set up rhe barrie-
field on the large table. 
From there, players commandeer rhe intri-
cately painted game pieces- squads of troops, 
devastating artillery and futuristic machines-
against other players. Armed with only their 
armies, six-sided dice, rape measurers for meas-
uring move distances, a massive 288-page rule-
book and active imaginations, players duke it 
our until one adversary is vanquished from the 
field of war. 
The games can go for hours. This is nor your 
father's "Risk" or an ''Axis and Allies" -style 
strategy game. This isn't one of those, "Got an 
hour? Let's play a board game" -type of game. 
This is a, "Got an afternoon to spare? Let's get 
a game started" -type of game, where assem-
bling and painting your own unique army is 
almost as important as knowing the rules. 
On the surface, Warhammer 40,000 could be 
just another game, another excuse for video 
game junkies, sci-fi addicts and Star Trekkies to 
set up shop in a comic book store and create 
their own fantasy worlds with fellow social 
hobbits. 
Bur "40K," as veterans of the game call it, is 
more than just escape-from-reality in a box. It 
is elaborate, complex and downright consum-
ing. For some it is a just a pastime, something 
to do on the weekends. For others it is more 
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than a hobby or a game; it can be an all-out 
obsession. Either way, for everyone who plays, 
it is a rime for like-minded warriors to get 
together for a night of violence, war and good 
ol' fashioned male bonding. 
Masters ofWar 
"Outside of a Star Trek convention, there's 
not much place for somewhat nerdy guys to get 
together and talk once in a while," says Matt 
Swanson, freshman in mechanical engineering, 
who has been playing the game for about a 
year. He's sitting on a faded blue recliner in his 
dorm room. On the floor to his right are four 
cans of paint and the white cardboard box 
Swanson paints his pieces on. Paim is splashed 
in an unintentionally abstract pattern on the 
top of the box. Only the "rhi up" of the 'this 
side up" is legible. Three imposing Tyranid 
warriors - gigantic alien beasts - are stand-
ing on the edge of the box, freshly painted for 
a friend of Swanson's, placed strategically in a 
row. It is easy to imagine them looking out 
upon the room. It is easy to forget they don't 
have real eyes. 
Swanson says he'd place himself "somewhere 
in-between" on the scale of hardcore players. "I 
mean, I'm not a totally dedicated Warhammer 
player; it's not my entire life," he says. "But I'm 
not exactly someone who just plays every once 
in a while." 
Since he began playing about a year ago, 
Swanson has attended just about every "Games 
Workshop Night" at Mayhem. He says when 
he first started going, he stayed silent in the 
back, but after a couple of games he started 
developing relationships with fellow players, 
and their common bond turned into friend-
ships. 
"It's nor so much the game as it is a whole 
bunch of people with common interests getting 
together and talking," Swanson says. "A lot of 
it is the game, bur a lot of it is really just guys 
getting together and having fun." 
Other players boast about Swanson's impres-
sive Imperial Guard army. Swanson admits it's 
"pretty good." He considers himself "severely 
overprotective" of his miniatures, something 
that becomes obvious when you see them 
stored. When nor in battle, the army is in a 
large tackle box. Dozens of individual pieces 
are wrapped in Kleenex or surrounded by cot-
ton balls. "If I'm missing an arm from one of 
my guys, I almost have a coronary," he says, his 
voice lacking an expected hint of sarcasm or 
overstatement. He is serious. 
40K isn't cheap. Players will cough up $5 to 
$10 per miniature, and $20 or $30 for ranks 
and other vehicles. Swanson grabs a calculator 
when asked how much he's spent on his armies. 
After 10 seconds and some serious number 
crunching, Swanson and his calculator est imate 
he's spent between $900 and $1,000. 
Matt Saathoff is more precise when asked the 
same question. He doesn't need a calculator. 
He keeps a running tab of his purchases on his 
computer. In a spreadsheet, of course. Since he 
started playing three years ago, he's spent exact-
ly $974.36 on his two armies- Eldar and Tau. 
Saathoff, freshman in computer engineering, 
considers 40K a "hobby-game-lifestyle." "''ll 
probably play this umil the day I die," he says, 
taking a break from "Dynasty Warriors 3," a 
PlaySrarion 2 video game. Video game con-
trollers are strewn our on the floor. CDs, books 
and movies litter any open desk or counter 
space. In his closet, 36 empty 12-packs of 
Moumain Dew form an impressive caffeinared 
wall. "If you prick me, I bleed Moumain Dew," 
he says. 
Thirty-six empty 12 packs equals 432 cans. 
Four hundred thirty-two cans equals $21.60 in 
deposit money. Guess where that money's 
going. 
With him is Christian Baldus, freshman in 
computer engineering, another 40K player, but 
not on the same level as Saathoff 
''I'm not as hardcore yet," Baldus says. 
"He's nowhere near it," Saathoff shoots back. 
"Well, I..." 
"You haven't even memorized your stars and 
your power." 
"I know most of them." 
Saathoff is fingering through "the gospel"-
the Warhammer 40K rulebook, 288 pages of 
what he calls "rhe basic rules and a crapload of 
fluff." He says that, for him, 40K is more than 
a game or a hobby. It's part of life. "I know a lot 
of people who say it's just a game, just another 
thing to do. But for me, it's really the only 
thing I do," he says unabashedly. "I do this, I 
play paintball and I play video games. That's 
it.)) 
Saathoff keeps mentioning "hardcore" play-
ers. Baldus disapproves of Saathoff's assertion 
that he doesn't fall imo that category. 
"If you talk to some of the hardcore players 
... " Saathoff begins. 
"Other than yourself," Baldus interrupts. 
"You can kind of tell that they play the 
game," Saathoff finishes. 
He explains that people who are into rhe 
game think about it all the time. He says it gets 
to the poim where you could be talking about 
calculus and all of a sudden break imo a 40K 
discussion. It's not hard to believe him. He and 
Baldus do it constantly , although sometimes 
the discussion trails off into equally unrelated 
topics. At one poim, the conversation some-
how managed to become a treatise on the ben-
efits of a PlayStation 2. 
"If you're going to get a DVD player any-
way ... " 
"You get the DVD player with it." 
"Bur then you have to buy the remote for it." 
"You don't have to, that's 20 bucks." 
"Oooh, 20 bucks." 
With a reminiscing chuckle, Saathoff tells the 
tale of the longest game he's been a part of- a 
six-hour marathon of a game in his neighbor's 
basement. "When you play, you lose all con-
cept of time," he says. 
Baldus also chuckles, but his is more of an "I-
told-you-he-was-hardcore" kind of chuckle. 
In the far future, there is only war 
The universe is a vastly differem place in rhe 
year 40,000 A.D. Long before, man traveled to 
planers in far-off galaxies, colonizing and set-
tling them, creating the Imperium of Man. 
Now, humanity is in danger, besieged by 
countless alien armies battling them and each 
other for survival and domination across the 
battlefields of different worlds. 





Mayhem. Players do nor see a felt-covered 
table. They see a deserred rown on a far-away 
planer. Necron forces, controlled by Swanson, 
are in hot pursui r of rhe Eldar (Saathoff), Space 
Marines (Baldus) and rwo other armies. 
Swanson created a scenario for rhe game, and 
rhe players have been using it all nighr. Several 
armies converge on an ancient arrifacr in rhe 
center of a rown, bur it turns out ro be a trap 
set by Necron forces. Now rhey must ger our of 
the city. First one ro escape wins. 
lr's a typical Tuesday night at Mayhem. Seven 
tables are set up, and bardes are being waged on 
all bur one. All are playing Warhammer 40K. 
The cries of war can be heard across rhe room. 
"I also have a unit in reserve. " 
"Dammir! I'm screwed now." 
"Are those blast cannons?" 
"Roll rhe die. " 
"Firing splinrer rifle." 
Swanson's Necron forces are faring well 
ronighr. Baldus and rhe Space Marines man-
aged ro make ir our of rhe city unscathed, bur 
Saathoff suffered a quick defeat at the hands of 
Necron forces. Saathoff is visibly upset by his 
rather embarrassing early exit, mumbling 
"cheap" under his breath. Bur he quickly 
regroups, and the group sets up for another 
game. 
A community of warriors 
"We don't sell games. We sell a hobby," says 
Jeremy Verock, promotions manager for 
Games Workshop, rhe largest rablerop 
wargame company in rhe world and crearor of 
Warhammer 40,000. "Ir's socializing, gerring 
rogerher and having fun. It's constructive." Ir's 
apparenr from talking ro Verock rhar rhe game's 
crearors are jusr as involved in rhe games as 
those who buy ir. He signs his e-mails "hard 
luck Dwarf general." 
Since its inception in 1986, Warhammer 
40,000 has had a slow and steady growth. Ir 
was never an overnight fad, and Verock doesn't 
expect ir ro be rhe nexr hor Christmas present 
anytime soon . 
The game is played all around rhe world, and 
Games Workshop has srores on every conrinent 
except Africa. He says most players are male, 
ages 14-25 (although there are both older and 
younger players) with an affinity for imagina-
tion. He says there are a lor of crossover inter-
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esrs - Star Uiars, Star Trek and pretty much 
anything sci-fi. 
"People always ask me, 'What's your biggest 
competition?' Well, girls and cars and alcohol 
are our biggest comperirors," he says. "When 
males find these three things, rhey leave games 
like rhis behind. Maybe rhey come back and 
starr rhe hobby up later, maybe they don'r." 
Those who stick with the game enjoy it for 
different reasons. Some players just like ro 
painr. Some really like rhe tactical and strategy 
side of the game. 
To Man Swanson, rhe painting and assem-
bling of the characters is almost as enjoyable as 
rhe game itself. He's been inro models since the 
eighth grade, when he made an aircraft carrier 
from scratch our of balsa wood. He rakes paint-
ing very seriously. 
Ir rakes him about 35 ro 40 minutes per 
miniature ro paint, with rhe larger, more 
derailed ones raking up ro an hour or longer. 
"Bur I can pump our a rank in 20 minutes, " he 
says. 
"When I don't have other things ro do, I'll 
paint," he says. "If I wanr ro get something 
done quick by next week, like an extra squad of 
guys, then I'd sir down for two days straight 
over rhe weekend and j usr pain r." 
Man Saathoff says he's "nor much of a 
painter." A self-described "war buff, " he enjoys 
rhe strategy of 40K. "You can't show up, throw 
some guys on rhe board and say 'kill.' There's a 
lor more ro ir rhan rhar. There's a lor of strate-
gy rhar goes inro ir. " 
These guys may or may nor fir rhe stereotypes 
of rhe wargame player. Who's ro say? Bur rhey 
don't care either way. Ar Tuesdays at Mayhem, 
and every week at comic book srores around 
rhe globe, Warhammer 40K players meet ro 
fight ro the death on mock-killing fields. 
Regardless of their lives outside those barrie-
fields, they are generals and warriors on rhe 
table, surrounded by friends who just happen 
ro be their enemies in rhe year 40,000. 
"Ir's competitive, bur ir's a game, and ir's a bir 
silly actually," Verock says. ''Ar rhe end of rhe 
day, you're moving inch-rall men around on a 
table. " 
Tim Paluch is a junior in journalism and 
mass communication. and writer for Ethos 
He is also opinion editor of the Iowa State 
Daily. 
